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In a recent study (Aplin et al., 2015) , we conducted a large-scale cultural diffusion experiment in which we used trained 'demonstrator' individuals to introduce one of two alternative foraging techniques into five replicate subpopulations of wild great tits, Parus major. Three further subpopulations served as controls. By tracking the spread of these two techniques, we showed that information was acquired through social learning, transmitted through social network ties, and novel behaviours became established in each subpopulation, forming stable arbitrary traditions (for technique A or B). These traditions persisted over generations and were stable despite immigrating and innovating individuals, resulting in a within-group behavioural homogeneity and between-group variation. Most pertinent for this discussion, our experimental design allowed an examination of the interaction between individual decision making and population level outcomes. We found that the population level bias for each introduced technique increased by an average of 14% per day towards the common variant. This was explained both by a tendency for naïve individuals to disproportionately adopt the most common behaviour ('conformist transmission') and by a tendency for individuals with experience of both techniques to change their behaviour to match the common variant ('conformity').
While accepting our evidence for the population level patterns, van Leeuwen, Kendal, Tennie, and Haun (2015) have challenged the validity of our individual level results. This is largely because of the way conformist transmission was defined and measured within the context of the paper: as copying the majority of observed behaviours, rather than as copying the behaviour of the majority of observed individuals. They make three main arguments to this effect. First, there is a need for definitions to be consistent with previous theoretical and empirical work. Second, only copying the 'behaviour of the majority of individuals' represents adaptive collective cognition, while copying the 'majority of behaviours' is more likely to result in suboptimal information. Their third argument is that the within-group convergence in traditions observed in our study was more likely to have arisen through alternative mechanisms. We address each of these points in turn and present an alternative viewpoint: that conformity should be considered as an umbrella term with a functional focus. We then present additional analyses of our original results to demonstrate the artificiality of the
